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Fire Chief’s Message 

 

 I am extremely pleased to present the first formally published strategic plan for the Grand   
Rapids Fire Department. This document marks a formal paradigm shift in the way the GRFD               
approaches change management. Gone are the days of being reactive to the external environment and 
economic forces that surround us. Over the past several years our organization has had to adapt  
quickly to maintain our service level to the citizens of Grand Rapids and surrounding communities. All 
of this took place amidst significant budgetary and personnel cuts, but through the hard work of our 
employees, the GRFD has been successful in the face of adversity! 

The City of Grand Rapids is currently undergoing a large scale transformation, literally looking at    
every conceivable service delivery method to achieve maximum positive outcomes, tempered by the 
need to remain fiscally responsible. This level of efficiency cannot be achieved without a vision of 
where the city is headed and how each individual department’s actions support the initiative. The City 
of Grand Rapids has published a sustainability plan, which we currently play an integral role in      
meeting the public safety outcomes. Our internal strategic plan will assist us in reaching those stated 
goals.  

The strategic planning process has provided us a template for self-evaluation, reflection and          
transformation. We held in-depth command staff meetings, distributed a survey department wide, 
contacted neighborhood and business associations and finally compressed all of the information into a 
few targeted outcomes. This plan will carry us into the future as a lean, focused and efficient               
organization that I am proud to lead.  

Respectfully,  

 
Fire Chief Laura Knapp 
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Process Overview 

The strategic planning process for the department formally started in June of 2010 with weekly         

meetings between the Strategic Planning Office and the Fire Chief, however, the roots of GRFD’s        

planning go back decades. In 1983, the department contracted John T. O’Hagan, former FDNY chief and 

commissioner, to study the organization. In 1995, an organizational needs inventory was conducted by 

Growth Through People, Inc., a local consulting firm.  Fast forward to 2004 when a city facilitated      

planning process was undertaken, including a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and 

Threats) analysis. In 2005, an employee opinion survey was conducted by a graduate student at      

Western Michigan University. Although many changes have taken place as a result of the past studies, a 

common theme was present in all of them: lack of  vision of where the department is going.  

In 2005, the GRFD officially started the accreditation process through the Center for Public Safety         

Excellence. One of the components of this program is an adopted, published strategic plan; in addition to 

a comprehensive risk assessment, self assessment and standards of cover. Previous to this endeavor, the 

vast majority of decisions were budgetary based and reactive in nature. The strategic planning process 

started out as a way to meet the criterion laid forth by the accreditation process, but quickly became  

important for a multitude of other reasons. Significant budgetary cuts left the department in a state of 

shock, with personnel layoffs, elimination of capital improvements, and the prospect of additional     

negative forces on the horizon. It was decided that amidst all of the turmoil, that this was the best time 

for the GRFD to formally adopt a strategic plan; to be the guiding light for our organization and align 

with the city’s transformation efforts.  

In early September 2010, the command staff and the strategic planning officers held frequent meetings 

to review earlier surveys, identify our current needs and look to the future in regards to planning.       

Numerous ideas were discussed, including our current mission, vision and goal statements that were 

authored by a group of GRFD employees during the early 2000’s. A COWS (Challenges, Opportunities, 

Weaknesses, and Strengths) analysis was performed and internal survey was drafted based on Mark 

Wallace’s book, “Strategic Planning for the Fire Service”. In October, an internal survey was placed on 

SharePoint for all GRFD employees to participate in. It was decided by the command staff that the       

survey should be voluntary, and was completed by 36.2% of the possible respondents. 

The focus then shifted to the external customers to ensure that we are aligned with their desires for the      

area. The City of Grand Rapids has established a proactive working relationship with Grand Valley State 

University to form the Transformation Research and Analysis Team. City departments post their          

research projects onto a dedicated SharePoint site and are assigned a student and an advisor to oversee 

the external customer research. The GRFD elected to utilize this process to reach as many potential     

respondents as possible. Neighborhood and business associations were targeted to ensure feedback 

from the most engaged members of the community. The GRFD command staff met on June 2, 2011 and 

June 9, 2011 to review all data and discuss the long term needs of the organization and how they align 

with the employee, citizen and city input. The culmination of the above is the first formally published 

strategic plan for the fire department, which brings the GRFD one step closer to excellence!  
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Mission Statement 

The GRFD will provide the highest level of service to our            

community through a commitment to excellence. 

 

Vision Statement 

The GRFD strives to be an accredited national fire service 

leader that aligns with community needs and provides a         

secure work environment for its members. This is                     

accomplished by diverse partnerships, increased adaptability, 

fluid communication, complete transparency and a                

preventative mindset towards all endeavors. 

 

              Value Statement 

The GRFD is committed to doing what is right through: 

 

Honesty   Integrity  Loyalty 

  Teamwork  Excellence 
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COWS Analysis 

Challenges 

 Fiscal Climate 

 Morale 

 Management 

 Lack of Media Accuracy 

 Citizen Support/Public Perception 

 Personnel Resources 

 Changing Fire Service 

 Inexperienced Workforce 

 Lack of Interoperability 

 EMS Service Challenged 

 Politics 

 Unknown Community Desires 

Opportunities 

 EMS Service Delivery 

 Consolidation 

 Media Relationships 

 Coordination with Other Agencies 

 Diversification of Services 

 Private Sector Partnerships 

 Increase Workforce Diversity 

 City Support 

 Local 366 Relationship 

 Community Involvement 

 Leadership 

 Revenue Streams 

 Dispatch 

Weaknesses 

 Resistance to Change 

 Seizing Empowerment 

 Lack of Vision 

 Officer Development/Leadership 

 Planning 

 Negative Culture 

 Proper Utilization of Resources 

 Accountability 

 Equalization of Workload 

 Community Involvement 

 Lack of Consistency 

 Integration of Specialty Response 

Strengths 

 Unified Command Staff 

 Desire to do the right thing 

 Equipment/Apparatus 

 Regional Training Center 

 EMS Delivery 

 Desire to Improve 

 Emergency Response 

 Grants 

  Educated Workforce 

  Workforce 

 Union/Management Relationship 
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Internal Survey 

One of the greatest insights during the command staff meetings was the identification of the values that 

were important to them as both individuals and fire chiefs. These values were placed in the internal  

survey of our fire department, with the overwhelming majority of values being highly agreed upon. This 

valuable information will help to guide the organization’s goals, while aligning with our values. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other important information gleaned were strategic issues identified by the command staff and rated by 

our personnel. As you can see, all six major themes rated in varying degrees of  importance. 
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External Survey 

Throughout this strategic planning process, the common theme has been to ask. Ask our personnel, ask 

our city leaders and most importantly, ask our customers what type of fire department they desire. This 

external survey was the first time the GRFD had sought this amount of feedback from the community.  

In collaboration with Grand Valley State University’s Transformation Research and Analysis Team, the 

GRFD was able to collect 129 surveys, with 48% of the respondents having some type of formal         

emergency or non emergency contact with the department. This data was collected from April 18th, 

2011 through May 16th, 2011, and targeted neighborhood associations throughout the city, giving a 

wide cross section of socio-economic backgrounds, education levels, ethnicity and ages.  

 

 

Overall, the citizens rated 

the department very high 

in regards to response 

time, performance and the 

ability to communicate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moving beyond the      

normal survey questions 

relating to satisfaction of 

service  levels, we asked 

about additional services 

the respondents would 

like to see offered. The 

results will be incorpo-

rated into our long range 

planning.   
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Outcomes 

The outcome portion of this strategic plan is the culmination of various  groups’ input from throughout 

the community. We have taken into consideration the City of Grand Rapids sustainability plan, feedback 

from the City’s transformation team, internal issues and goals, as well as external stakeholder input.  

The current challenges are not unique to Grand Rapids. The overriding theme for the next five years in 

the GRFD is transformation; to look at how operations are conducted, to incorporate best practices from 

the fire industry and to emerge as a strong, progressive and effective department amidst the economic    

turmoil surrounding us. To accomplish these transformational outcomes, the following targets will be 

our driving force and have been established utilizing the SMART (specific, measurable, attainable,         

realistic and time bound) methodology. 

After in-depth discussions at the command staff meetings, it was decided that all strategic issues for the 

GRFD could be condensed into three core areas: Fiscal Diversity, Organizational Transformation and 

Workforce Operations. The progress of these will be tracked on a quarterly basis with annual updates to 

the strategic plan which utilizes the following format:  

 

 

Outcome 1– Fiscal Diversity 

Many of the issues facing the GRFD today are rooted in the fiscal crisis facing the city. It was decided 

that diversification of our funding is crucial to remaining flexible and sustainable, regardless of the      

external forces. Partnerships, sponsorships and enhanced services will all be explored to ensure the 

continued safety of our community and security for our members.  
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Outcome 2– Organizational Transformation 

To remain a successful fire and rescue organization, change is inevitable. Innovative changes must take 

place in a coordinated effort to achieve the desired outcomes and  truly renovate our organization. 
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Outcome 3– Workforce  Operations 

The success of any organization hinges on the talent and effort of their workforce. A personnel centric  

organization that is successful provides the proper platform, empowerment and resources for their  

employees to succeed.  

 

GRFD Strategic Plan Scorecard 


